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VOICE AND LAUGHTER
IN
JOHNSON'S CRITICISM
Philip Smallwood

Nor in the Critick let the Man be lost!
—Alexander Pope,^« Essay on Criticism

he appeal I make to the "voice" of criticism explicit in my
f
present title, as more generally within this gathering of
essays, brings into current focus the meanings of a quality
of literary "wit" which in Pope's influential poem is one of the most
revered constituents of the eighteenth-century's rhetoric of criticism.
Through its expressions in the formal but porous genres of eighteenthcentury "comedy" and of "satire" most commentary on this quality, as
manifest in Johnson's writings, has with the exception of Johnson's
definition of "metaphysical" poetry in the "Life of Cowley," focused
outside the literary criticism. Granted that "criticism" itself may often be
the target of Johnson's satirical wit, and in the vast archive of recorded
utterances of Johnson the Man, we find the many conversational
flourishes, jibes, vituperations, and miscellaneous put-downs at the
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expense of writers large or small, of men and of manners,' while in the
range of the written work one recalls such "satirical" (or self-satirical)
moments as Idler 60 and 61 on Dick Minim the critic, where "Criticism,"
we are told, "is a study by which men grow important and formidable at
very small expence."^ In a number of the periodical essays from the
Rambler there is besides a quantity of social satire on the ambitions of the
typical climber of the critical greasy pole,' and amongst other critical top
ics there is the restrained mockery of such hardy critical perennials as
pastoral poetry (in Rambler 36 and 37) or even the question of sound in
its relation to sense. That said, it is probably in the poems rather than the
prose of Johnson that the main expressive exhibitions of his satirical
writing have tended to be found, and a more keenly personal and acerbic
mode of satirical address, the edgy sensitivity of a young and ambitious
writer, has always been discerned in Johnson's London, the Juvenalian
imitation of 1738. Critics have admired often (if somewhat coldly) a
zeitoiva gravitas or marmoreality in the moral satire of the Vanity of Hu
man Wishes (1749) (Roems, 6:45-61,90-109),'^ with its famous array of

^ See James Boswell,
of Johnson^ ed. George Birkbeck Hili, revised by L. F. Powell, 6 vols.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934-50); Hester Lynch Piozzi (Mrs. Thrzlc), Anecdotes oftheLate
SamuelJohnson, LL.D.fohnsonian MiscellanieSy ed. George Birkbeck Hill (London: Clarendon
Press, 1897), 2 vols.
^See The Yale Edition of the Works of SamuelJohnson,vol. 2: The Idler and The Adventurer, ed,
"W.J. Bate, John M. Bullitt, and L. F. Powell (New Haven and London: Yale University Press,
1963), 184-93 (184). Except where indicated, quotations in this essay from works by Johnson
are cited from the Yale edition parenthetically, by volume number and page, in the text.
'See, for example,
23 (3:127-28); the portrait of Mr.Vvolickm Rambler 6l (3; 328);
the account in93of "The prejudices and caprices of criticism" (4:131-34); the account
of the critical pretenders in Rambler 121 (4:281),andofMisocapelusin7?^7w^/er 123 (4:255);
the description of the wits in Rambler 128 (4: 318); and the portraits of the "Roarer," the
"Whisperer," and the "Man ofModeration" in Rambler 144 (5: 5-7).
^ In his "Life of Congrevc" Johnson complains of Congreve that his translation ofjuvcnal'ssatire
has not "the massiness and vigour" of the original. See The Lives of the Most Eminent English
Poets\ with Critical Observations on TheirWorks,ed. Roger Lonsdale, 4 vols. (Oxford:Clarendon
Press, 2006), 3: 74. Quotations from the Lives are hereafter cited from this edition parentheti
cally, by volume and page number, in the text.
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satiric and tragic portraits from Cardinal Wolsey to the "nymphs of rosy
lips and radiant eyes' {Poems, 6: 106,1.323).^
But the writing which isJohnson's criticism, I contend in this essay,
suggests a further amplification ofjohnson's satirical repertoire,and rings
with a different resonance from the imitations ofJuvenal, as these versions
are in turn distinguished from the voice of the satire in the works of
Dryden, who translated most of Juvenal,^ of Boileau or of Oldham, who
translated some of Juvenal,^ or in the poems and prose of Pope, whose
proclaimed master in satire was Horace. I am thinking, that is, of the
sometimes quietly comedic writing—more sustained and consequential
than in critical essays of the Rambler or the Idler—in Johnson's Shake
spearean criticism of1765 and in ]\is Lives of the Poets ol1779-81, and my
hypothesis in the present discussion is that the satirical vision and the
satirical voice of Johnson persist in modified, more subtle, and more varied
form into the most ambitious of this criticism.^
Though the satire seems softer, less obviously defined by repulsive
victims, less willing to mark their distinction and distance from the
satirist, the range of tones in Johnson's criticism at this later date has not
lost in its entirety the acerbity ofjohnson's London. Nor has the moral

' The phrase "rosy lips' appears in Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus,2.10. A much closer contact
with the savage irreverence of Juvenal, as H. A. Mason has shown, has been made by Dryden.
Dryden's amoral "Restoration" version of Juvenal captures the cruel disdain (as it may seem to
us) of the Roman poet. Johnson may have admired the combination of "pointed sentences and
declamatory grandeur' he found in Juvenal {Lives, 2:143), but the description may apply better
to Johnson's imitation of Juvenal than either to Juvenal himself, or to Dryden's translation.See
H. A. Mason, "Is Juvenal a Classic? An Introductory Essay,' in Critical Essays on Roman
Literature: Satire, ed. J. P. Sullivan (London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963), 93-176.
'John Dryden, The Satires ofDecimusJuniusJuvenalis{l6')'i).See The Poems ofJohn Dryden, ed.
Paul Hammond and David Hopkins, 4 vols. (Longman; London and New York, 1995-2000),
4:3-132.
'"ASatyr.In Imitation ofthe Third ofJuvenal,Written,May, 1682,'in The Poems ofJohn Old
ham, ed. Harold F. Brooks, with the collaboration of Raman Selden (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1987), 246-59.
* Exceptionally, the humorofJohnson's criticism hasbeen acknowledged,though ithas not much
been discussed ot explained, by none other than Harold Bloom. See The Western Canon: The
Books and Schoolof the Ages (NewYoth. Harcourt Brace, 1994), 192.
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weight ofJohnson's Vanity of Human Wishes gone completely away; but
it seems now rather absorbed within the embrace of a new expressive ease.
This is unique to the mature prose of Johnson, and has been impossible to
attain, or has gone unsought, in his earlier satirical verses; it is now more
securely combined with play than appears in the early periodical papers on
criticism, or in the conversations on the topic of literary achievement
recorded in Boswell'sZ^. In the opening statements of his 1765 Preface
to Shakespeare, for example, Johnson defends the need for a sweepingly
non-reductive approach to all the dramas, and resists resort to the detailed
attention typical of the editorial notes. H e can deftly suggest the absurdity
of elaborating the particularities of Shakespeare, with quotations and
illustrations,' in the Preface-.
It is from this wide extension of design that so much instruction
is derived. It is this which fills the plays of Shakespeare with
practical axioms and domestick wisdom. It was said of Euripi
des, that every verse was a precept; and it may be said of Shake
speare, that from his works may be collected a system of civil
and oeconomical prudence.
Yet his real power is not shewn in the splendour of
particular passages, but by the progress of the fable, and the
tenour of the dialogue; and he that tries to recommend him by
select quotations, will succeed like the pedant in Hierocles,
who, when he offered his house to sale, carried a brick in his
pocket as a specimen. {Shakespeare, 7:62)'°

' One critic who had tried to "recommend" Shakespeare by "select quotations" was the Rev.
William Dodd, The Beauties ofShakespeartlvoh.(London, 1752). Dodd had reprinted extracts
from each of Shakespeare's plays, arranged under various heads, and in his footnotes he drew
attention to related passages from other authors, English and classical.
Stt Hierocles Commentarius in Aurea Carmina,cd. Peter Needham, B. D. (Cambridge,1709),
462. In a section entitled "Philosophi Facetiae" there is a long passage containing jokes at the
expense of pedants, Boswell, Life ofjohnson^ 1:17,claimed thatJohnson wrote "A free translation
of theJests of Hierocles, with an introduction,"for the Gentleman's Magazine.See "TheJests of
Hierocles," Gentleman's Magazine 11 (September, 1741),478, where the joke used in
Preface
is translated.
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This sudden sharpening in the tone at the close of the paragraph is marked
by a shift toward a concentration of monosyllabic words, followed by a
punctuating silence (with the paragraph break), and it depends very
greatly on the rhetorical elevation of the context which antecedes it. The
effect leans heavily on the sequence of statements running from the
opening of the whole Preface ("That praises are without reason lavished
on the dead, and that the honours due only to excellence are paid to
antiquity" [Shakespeare, 7: 59]) to that interludic point of pause,
encapsulation, and arrest.Johnson intimates how ridiculous it would have
been to conduct one's criticism of Shakespeare as the pedant in Hierocles
sold his house. The comic similitude borrowed from the "Jests of
Hierocles"—that fools alone would buy a house on such non-evidence of
one—underpins the practice, in the Preface itself, of Johnson (disclosing
Johnson's masked pride in the unassailability of his point) and marks a
stroke of critical procedure that heavyweight theorizing about criti
cism—debating, as one might, the relative claims of the particular and
general—could not have achieved in a score of pages."
This stemming of an established flow or the enactment of a sudden
deflation or fall is asatirical signature that maystill owe much toJohnson's
re-enactment of Juvenal's art of descent in poetry (suggesting even the
combination of "gaiety and stateliness, of pointed sentences and declama
tory grandeur" that Johnson admired [Lives, 2; 143]): it is an ever-present
motif in the Preface, though compared with Johnson's imitations of
Juvenal (which retain some of the fire) the mood now is more serene and
detached. In this spirit, for example, we find a lamentation on modern
tragedies made tedious by addiction to the theme of love. The note here
is that of exasperation shading into world-weary despair, or mock despair,
or some mixture of the two.Johnson suggests the fatigue of a man who has

" New life has however been breathed into the issue of generality and particularity by Freya
Johnston in Samuel Johnson and the Art of Sinking (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
Johnston finally puts to bed the old notion thatJohnson had no interest in the particular vis-i-vis
the general. The seminal theory-oriented article on the question is Scott Elledge, "The
Background and Development in English Criticism of the Theories of Generality and
Particularity,'62 (1947): 147-82.
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spent his whole life doing what he can to enjoy the dramatic offerings of
his contemporaries with progressively thinning hopes of success. The
melodious movement of Johnson's prose plays once again against the
blunted and pompous rhetorical hyperbole of an inferior drama, work that
by comparison with Shakespeare seems so repetitious, unnerved and un
bodied. The manner of the statement makes the passage so much more
than the type of "neoclassic" attack a la Rapin,'^ or as made by Dryden (in
critical as distinct from practitioner mode''), or even by the Johnson of
earlier years,''' on the love-cliches of heroic drama; in so doing it liberates
the passage from the narratives of critical history largely composed of
clich^d critical ideas:
Upon every other stage the universal agent is love, by whose
power all good and evil is distributed, and every action quick
ened or retarded. To bring a lover, a lady and a rival into the
fable; to entangle them in contradictory obligations, perplex
them with oppositions of interest, and harass them with
violence of desires inconsistent with each other; to make them
meet in rapture and part in agony; to fill their mouths with

See Reni
Reflections on Aristotle,translated by Thomas Rymer (London,!674),112-13.
"See Dryden'scomparison between Fletcher, who,'though he treated love in perfection,yet Hon
our, Ambition, Revenge, and generally all the stronger Passions, he either touch'd not, or not
Masterly' with Shakespeare, who 'had an Universal mind, which comprehended all Characters
and Passions' "The Grounds of Criticism in Tragedy," in the Preface to Troilusand Cressida,or.
Truth Found Too Late {1679), in The Works ofJohn Dryden, gen. eds.Edward Niles Hooker and
H. T. Swedenberg, Jr., 20 vols. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Californian Press,
1956-2000), 13:247.
" In his early translation of Crousaz (1739). See Johnson's (by comparison) somewhat dour
footnote, more nationalistic in tone, to his translation of A Commentary on Mr. Pope's Principles
of Morality, Or Essay on Man: "Tho' I shall not mention all the defects in the translation of this
passage, I cannot, however, forbear observing, in the second couplet, the evident marks of a
Frenchman's genius, who snatches every opportunity of talking of love, and misses not the least
hint that can serve to guide him to his darlingsubject. Is the mind of man never disordered by any
other passion? Is not a wise man sometimes surprised by envy or cowardice, by ambition or
resentment? Is all weakness and folly the consequence oflove?... If tragedy be as it certainly ought
to be, a representation of human nature, and real life, why is all good or bad fortune made the
effect of this single passion?" {Commentary 17 [ed. O M Brack, 2005], 175-76).
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: hyperbolical joy and outrageous sorrow; to distress them as
nothing human ever was distressed, is the business of a modern
dramatist. {Shakespeare,7:63)
Amongst the opinions hinted by Minim the critic, we find, is "that love
predominates too much on the modern stage" {Idler, 2: 188); but the
judgmental statement is on this occasion not unmitigatedly light: the
obsessive attention to love as a topic of the contemporary drama touches
Johnson as a serious question of cultural sanity and of ethical perspective,
and his satire upon the fixation of the modern playwright has as its moral
weapon an edge nearer to the "pointed" scandalizations of Juvenal. The
paragraph on excessive attention to drzmzticamouris closed and complet
ed byJohnson as follows: "For this, probability is violated, life is misrepre
sented, and language is depraved" {Shakespeare, 7:63).'' Yet when the
elements of the more joyous satire and of the serious (such as this latter
statement) are seen ascombined, the cadenced variety ofjohnson's critical
prose can be experienced; tone, once again, effects both elevation and
sudden decline; an opening up of the prose, and the bringing to a focus.
Compared with the emotional patterning of the Juvenalian portraits, in
the originals or in Johnson's imitation, the satire at this point in the
Preface to Shakespeare is serious with the lighter signature of Johnson's
maturer work.
The collusion of the grave and the gay is an emphatic ingredient of
the critical satire of the Preface to Shakespeare. And it is this richness of
tone that gives Johnson's evaluation of Shakespeare the equipoise for
which the Preface is famous, and confers scope and breadth upon a

In his"Life of Dryden,"Johnson writes that
Allfor Love admits "the romantickomni
potence of Love" {LiveSy 2: 96); see also the comments quoted post on Dryden's Conquest of
Granada. The strength of Johnson's condemnation contrasts with the knowing acceptance of
this modern dramatic habit, vis-a-vis contemporary taste, as it had been described by Joseph
Addison in Spectator (April 16,1711): "As our Heroes aregenerally Lovers, their Swelling and
Blustring upon the Stage very much recommends them to the fair Part of their Audience." See
The Spectator: In FourVolumes, ed. Gregory Smith (London: Dent, Everyman's Library, 1970),
1:122.
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perspective that Johnson's ideas as a critic—excerpted in the form of
concepts from their textual context—have not always suggested. Such
judgment is defined by tone as the world of concepts cannot define it, and
blends the reductio ad absurdum of these statements from the Preface with
Johnson's generous satirical warmth.Later, in theZz'm ofthePoets,]6hnson comments on the other several great poets driven by a need of their
personal natures that they cannot subdue—Dryden's addiction to
reasoning in verse on the slightest pretext,'^ Pope's careful fostering of his
poetic persona and his endless emendations and obsessive correcting of
drafts and of proof, Milton's untiring resources of combative intellectual
energy, Cowley's uncontainable playfulness and gaiety which excels every
other poet's.'^
This last example has, however, its precedent in Johnson's famous
account of the incurable propensity of Shakespeare to quibbles. To say
that Johnson at this point makes good-natured fun of Shakespeare is not
to capture quite precisely the quality ofparticipation that lifts the passage
above a routine castigation of Shakespeare's lawless lack of decorum, and
yet is balanced by the moral oversight and perspective of the responsible
critic:
A quibble is to Shakespeare, what luminous vapours are to the
traveller; he follows it at all adventures, it is sure to lead him
out of his way, and sure to engulf him in the mire. It has some
malignant power over his mind, and its fascinations are irresist
ible. Whatever be the dignity or profundity of his disquisition,
whether he be enlarging knowledge or exalting affection,
whether he be amusing attention with incidents or enchaining
it in suspense, let but a quibble spring up before him, and he

See, for example, "Life of Dryden," Lives, 2:149,327-28: "The favourite exercise ofhis mind
was ratiocination.... When once he had engaged himself in disputation, thoughts flowed in on
either side: he was now no longer at a loss; he had always objections and solutions at command;
verbaqueprovisam rem—give him matter for his verse, and he finds without difficulty verse for
his matter."
^^Sce, for example,Johnson's praise of Cowley's"The Chronicle," "Life of Cowley,1:215.
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leaves his work unfinished. A quibble is the golden apple for
which he will always turn aside from his career, or stoop from
his elevation. A quibble poor and barren as it is, gave him such
delight, that he was content to purchase it,'^ by the sacrifice of
reason, propriety and truth. A quibble was to him the fatal
Cleopatra for which he lost the world, and was content to lose
it. {Shakespeare, 7: 74)
The quibble for Shakespeare resembles the "Ignis Fatuus, that bewitches
/ And leads Men into Pools and Ditches" of Butler's HudibrasV and is
recalled in more elegant language byjohn Wilmot, the Earl of Rochester's
Satyr against Reason and Mankind-. "Reason, in ignis fatuus in the mind,
/ Which, leaving light of nature, sense, behind, / Pathless and dangerous
wandering ways it takes";^" but it is also, courtesy Dryden's adaptation of
Shakespeare in the tragedy ok Allfor Love (1678), a case of "the world well
lost," and with the allusion to iconic female figures in the lethal company
of serpents, both Antony and Cleopatra and the lost paradise of Milton's
epic poem.^' Shakespeare for the moment represents all human nature; he
is drawn by its obsessions that are partly forgivable and partly not to
indulge in pleasing himself at the highest conceivable cost to the cause of
his art, much as the self-destructive habits of the poet Richard Savage are
seen by Johnson to be part of his genius, sociability and charm. This
"exuberant passage" in whichjohnson "sighs over Shakespeare's quibbles,"
W. W. Robson has described as "a positive firework display of similes and
images, obviously taking an amused pleasure in doing the same sort of

" In his edition, Johnson reprints a note by the preceding editor of Shakespeare, William
Warburton, on Leonata's speech beginning "Well then..." in 2.1 oi Much Ado About Nothing,
and referring to "the manner of our authour, who is sometimes trying ro purchase merriment at
too dear a rate" {Shakespeare,7: 363).
" "The First Part" (1663), 11. 503-04; see Samuel Butler, Hudihras, ed. John Wilders (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1967), 16.
^ See The Complete Poems of John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, ed. David M. Vieth (New Haven
and London; Yale University Press, 1968), 95.
Freya Johnston, Samueljohnson and the Art ofSinking, notes that "The 'fatal Cleopatra' is also
Eve" (108).
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thing as Shakespeare."^^ But one might also observe that the passage func
tions as a miniature essay on the psychology of human fixation; it serves
as a critical prose poem to exalt the mystery of human beings whose
humanity is that they are slaves to compulsion. It need hardly be said that
in speaking of Shakespeare as tempted by puns, on which relentless feature
of Shakespeare Johnson in the notes is a relentless critical quibbler,^' that
Johnson is at the same time drawing on a fund of temperamental selfknowledge and his sense of a fallen world; to the criticism of Shakespeare
he brings awareness of the condition of ineradicable human weakness that
can not be redeemed. This condition every human shares to a greater or
a smaller extent. As in the moral of Rasselas, affection and criticism are
inspired in equal proportions.
This willingness to say of one's critical subject, when writing on
Shakespeare, "there but for the grace of God go I" Qohnson may shudder
with public horror personally felt at the fall of Wolsey though laugh
intimately at the self which is both Dick Minim and Imlac) finds further
charitable extension with respect to the great neoclassical theorists of
drama. The Preface to Shakespeare examines one "fault" which is in
Johnson's estimate falsely so-called: I refer here to the famous passage
defending Shakespeare against the charge of setting aside the "classical"
unities of time and of place. For which reason the critics had alleged, no
spectator could credit the representations of Shakespeare. Here the
"satirical" voice which controls the passage evolves through a tonal
organization that is typical of Johnson's critical prose by this date; and it
is this mode of control which sets the context and occasion of the passage
and determines its dialogic response to the history of criticism and of
theory. How kind, how gentle—in its likeness to the gentle satirical
treatment of the mad astronomer in Rasselas, whose personal delusion is
that he can rule the weather—is Johnson's diagnosis of the madness of
literary criticism here. But now the patient requiring analytic treatment.

W. W. Robson, "Johnson as Poet," in Critical Enquiries: Essays on Literature (London;
Athlone Press, 1993), 80.
^ Sec, for example, Johnson's censure of quibbles in his notes to Othello, 5.2; Cymheline, 5.4;
Macbeth, 2.2;
Henry VIII,3.1.
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the victim of a "disease of the imagination," is the neoclassical critic from
the time of Pierre Corneille, and who, if indeed he imagines this (that the
stage really is the place represented, and not a representation of it), can
imagine more. Johnson develops this observation in the contemporary
mode of the mock-heroic (to confess what is in fact part-heroic), and
resists a more forthright and merely destructive satire on the critics:
He that can take the stage at one time for the palace of the
Ptolomies, may take it in half an hour for the promontory of
Actium. Delusion, if delusion be admitted,^^ has no certain limi
tation; if the spectator can be once persuaded, that his old
acquaintance are Alexander and Caesar,^' that a room illumi
nated with candles is the plain of Pharsalia, or the bank of
Granicus, he is in a state of elevation above the reach of reason,
or of truth, and from the heights of empyrean poetry, may
despise the circumscriptions of terrestrial nature. There is no
reason why a mind thus wandering in exstasy should count the
clock, or why an hour should not be a century in that calenture
of the brains that can make the stage a field. {Shakespeare, 7:77)
Johnson defines "calenture" in his Dictionary as a "distemper peculiar to
sailors, in hot climates; wherein theyimagine the sea to be green fields, and
will throw themselves into it, if not restrained." The inwardness of
Johnson with this potential for delusion (to which the sane mind,
including his own mind) is for ever a prey, deepens in this passage, and
conveys the sense of excitation, the trance-like quality and "state of
elevation." We have ourselves as we read begun already to "despise the

" Because of the shift in Johnson's outlook that this signals, the key word here is "if." In the
Rambler 156, while discussing the unities,Johnson had stated that it will frequently happen that
"some delusion must be admitted" (my emphasis.Rambler, 5:68).
"Asper, the imaginary correspondent in a letter to the RamblerlOQ, which is supposedly a satire
on David Garrick, describes a visit to his "old acquaintance" Prospero (Rambler, 5: 281). The
phrase derives from Shakespeare's Prince Hal, who uses it of Falstaff when standing over what
he believes to be his dead body.
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circumscriptions of terrestrial nature," to enjoy our flight to the highest
heavenly sphere of poetry, and have felt the pleasure and freedom of what
this is like. In this the passage has much in common with Imlac's famously
over-the-top "dissertation on poetry," where the poet aggrandizes his own
profession, and to which the Prince of Abyssinia puts an abrupt stop at the
start of the following chapter: "Enough! Thou hast convinced me, that no
human being can ever be a poet" {Rasselas, 16:46).
Johnson in both passages satirizes that reason which has forsaken the
perspective of "life," the operation of "wit," and the common sense of a
living humanity, but is for the time being seductively plausible, and is
carried forward by a necessity of internal logic fatally combined with a
large rhetorical flow. Here, Johnson accords to the critical tradition
(whose views he aims ultimately to resist) certain immutable laws of
criticism—that, for example, "the mind revolts from evident falsehood"
{Shakespeare, 7:76)—which he would in other contexts defend. The
suggestion, as this false reason is acted out or acted through in his own
words by Johnson, is that one might readily think the same. The slide
between sense and critical madness is seductively easy; it crosses the same
fine line that divides the Astronomer from his rational self. The transition
to the sharp opening of the succeeding paragraph enacts (as it so well
describes) the sudden awakening jolt into realization, sobriety, sanity, and
critical consciousness:
The truth is that the spectators are always in their senses, and
know, from the first act to the last, that the stage is only a stage,
and that the players are only players. {Shakespeare,7:77)

* CRITICAL SATIRE IN THE

OA riffiPOAT? *

Turning now from the critical voices of the Shakespearean criticism to
those of the Lives of the Poets we find some further extended sense of
Johnson's critical-satirical range—between, on the one hand, the
judgmental, and on the other theempathic. At the former end of the scale
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is the "Life of Milton" (the first great subject of the Lives), where Johnson
exploits the Latinity of critical language at Milton's expense: Milton's
Treatise of Civil Power in Ecclesiastical Cases is a document in which the
great poet of Paradise Lost "gratified his malevolence to the clergy" {Lives,
1: 261). When Milton's support for the murder of Charles I was over
looked by the new authorities now in power Johnson tells of the anxieties
of those exposed to the fate of being on the wrong side: "the flutter of
innumerable bosoms," he writes, was "stilled" by the "act of oblivionl'
When in the same wayjohnson reflects on the susceptibility of Milton to
the notion that the state of the weather affects the creativity of poets, the
insistent drip-feed of Johnsonian ridicule appears in his image of the
embattled author "that thinks himself weather-bound." In writing of so
serious and sublime a poet as Milton, Johnson captures the comedy of
Milton's belief that "we have had the misfortune to be produced in the
decrepitude of Nature" {Lives,1: 262-63; 266; 267); and the conviction
that the imagination excellence in poetry demands all depends on where
on the globe you happen find yourself when you write:
Another opinion wanders about the world, and sometimes
finds reception among wise men; an opinion that restrains the
operations of the mind to particular regions, and supposes that
a luckless mortal may be born in a degree of latitude too high or
too low for wisdom or for wit. {Lives, 1:267)
Milton's eminence might have still been observed (given the critical
accolade he received), writes Johnson, "Among this lagging race of frosty
grovellers" {Lives, 1: 267). The inflated literariness of these expressions is
judgmentally pertinent in that it establishes a distance between the critic
and the world of the poet he criticizes. It intimately combines the critical
with the comic sense.
Other modes of combination can be found in the "Life of Dryden."
Johnson's account of Dryden's plays is surprisingly extended ("surpris
ingly" because their quality varies so much), and is especially marked by
Johnson's voice of detached curiosity. Johnson defines here his creative
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and critical relation to a part of the critical past he did not want to revive,
and would not attempt to copy, and he quotes lavishly in the "Life" from
the crude Restoration lampoons passing for the criticism of drama (ad
hominem attacks launched by Crowne, by Shadwell and by Dryden
himscK'mhis Notes and Observations on the Empress of Morocco [1674]).
"Of [Elkanah] Settle," writes Johnson:
[Dryden] gives this character.'He's an animal of a most de
plored understanding, without conversation. His being is in a
twilight of sense and some glimmering of thought, which he can
never fashion into wit or English.
And although Johnson notesthat sometimes "criticism prevailsmost over
brutal fury," he also quotes the "general declamation" {Lives, 2: 84) where
Dryden fulminates in critical language that is more akin to the judgmental
ragings of Rymer (though lacking the withering wit): "I am mistaken," he
writes, "if nonsense is not here pretty thick sown" {Lives 2: 84-85).
However warranted by the lines of poetry that Dryden is reactingagainst,
this is distinct in its mode of address from any expression that Johnson
could in conscience call "criticism," and the effect of such divergence is to
place the critic who is quoting the lines in a position of poise, critical
maturity and equilibrium relative to the author he is quoting from.
Johnson's own comments are interposed as an interlude to, or a relief
from, the abuse that comes from the pen of Dryden. The quotations of
Dryden's excesses are framed by the various wry understatements of
Johnson. Thus:
Settle's is said to have been the first play embellished with
sculptures;^^ those ornaments seem to have given poor Dryden

^ Lonsdale notes that Dryden probably only wrote the Preface and the Postscript to the Empress
of Morocco, which was mostly by Crowne.
" Decorative engravings in the front-matter of the printed text of the plays.
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great disturbance. He tries however to ease his pain by venting
his malice in a parody. {Lives 2: 86)
Johnson establishes a circle or community of voices in this part of the
"Life," a choric interplay of criticism past and criticism present. Through
this, Johnson can give voice to a contrastingly finer vein of critical satire
of his own, as when he writes of Dryden's plays of wild and abandoned
love (such plays as he had implicitly contrasted with the humanity of
Shakespeare in the Preface). Thus, of the two parts of Dryden's Conquest
of Granada Johnson observes that they are "written with a seeming
determination to glut the public with dramatick wonders":
All the rays of romantick heat, whether amorous or warlike,
glow in Almanzor by a kind of concentration. He is above all
laws; he is exempt from all restraints; he ranges the world at will,
and governs wherever he appears. He fights without enquiring
the cause, and loves in spite of the obligations of justice, of
rejection by his mistress, and of prohibition from the dead. Yet
the scenes are, for the most part, delightful; they exhibit a kind
of illustrious depravity, and majestick madness: such as, if it is
sometimes despised, is often reverenced, and in which the
ridiculous is mingled with the astonishing. {Lives, 2: 88-89)
Once again, the tonal play, the consciously wide-eyed quality of these
comments at the thought of being "above all laws," serves to complicate the
critical judgment and to implicate the reader of Johnson and of Dryden
within it; to suggest crosscuts and undercurrents which do not allow onedimensional commitment to approval or disapproval of the play. This is
to recognize without diffidence or damning with faint praise the Dryden
who is an example of flawed but not unadmirable humanity and to regard
this as issuing in that humanity's hest and most permanent expression; it
is to acknowledge Dryden as the poet (compared with Pope) for whose
memory Johnson has "some partial fondness" {Lives, 4: 66).
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While Johnson nonetheless celebrates the unmatchable genius of
Pope, and constructs an equallyweighty "memorialization,"^' thesatirical
criticism of the "Life of Pope" is fittingly somewhat more coldly dispas
sionate than the "Life of Dryden." Thus Pope in his Elegy on the Death of
an Unfortunate Lady is in Johnson's notorious verdict guilty of "dignifying
the amorous fury of a raving girl" [Lives, 4: 9), a critical conversationstopper precisely designed to provoke uncritical admirers of the poem to
counter with vigor. More revealing of Johnson's attitude to the moral
character of Pope is one of the remarks prompted by the letter from Pope
to Addison in which Pope could express a "cant of sensibility" most
unlikely to make the deep impression he required [Lives, 4: 11). There is
profound scepticism, too, not only of Pope, but also of the stories told
about him by admirers—the evidence, for example, advanced for Pope's
progress as apainter ofportraits. How do you say (without actuallysaying
it) that you do not believe a word you've been told?: "A picture of
Betterton, supposed to be drawn by him, was in the possession of Lord
Mansfield: if this was taken from the life, he must have begun to paint
earlier; for Betterton was now dead" [Lives, 4: 12).
A more empathic moment in the "Life" arises from the authorial
fellow feeling recalled from the days of compiling A Dictionary of the
English Language optimistically promised for publication within three
years, and later, a secondsource of embarrassment, the notoriously delayed
edition of Shakespeare. This personal history of fearfully grand designs,
with their prospect of the drudgery ahead, emerges in the Johnsonian
vision of the terrified Pope who had proposed an English translation of
the
Johnson can share with Pope the experience of having bitten off
more than he can comfortably chew. In the Preface to Shakespeare]ohnson
confesses with mockery that he had been "frighted at his own temerity" in
daring to oppose the critical tradition of the dramatic unities. Pope

See especially, on this topic, Greg Clingham's recent and comprehensive account of the Lives
in Johnson, Writing,and Memory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).

Voice and Vaughter

309

having now emitted his proposals, and engaged not only his
own reputation, but in some degree that of his friends who
patronised his subscription, began to be frighted at his own
undertaking; and finding himself at first embarrassed with
difficulties, which retarded and oppressed him, he was for a
time timorous and uneasy; had his nights disturbed by dreams
of long journeys through unknown ways, and wished, as he said,
'that someone would hang him*'. {Lives, A-. 14)^'
This can be joined to the famously rueful remark of a few pages later in the
"Life": "He that runs against Time, has an antagonist not subject to
casualties" {Lives, 4:16). On other occasions the satire ofjohnson appears
to evoke something bleak and pathetic in the self-esteem of Pope, as when
he is seen as the unconscious and lonely victim of the arts he thought he
practised only at others' expense: "When he talked of laying down his pen,
those who sat round him intreated and implored, and self-love did not
suffer him to suspect that they went away and laughed" {Lives,4:36). As
the condition of a real individual, one capable of actual pain, and not a
fictional personage, the isolation and desolation here is more than
contemptuously satirical. A sense of the deceptive quality of life is being
shared.
Less fellow-felt is the point in the Lives when we are absorbed into
the desolate landscape ofJohnson's "Life of Swift," and whereJohnson, in
a sequence of paragraphs compact with distaste, writes tartly of Swift's
"reiterated wailings" about exile in Ireland {Lives, 3: 213). But the irony
is typically more gentle in other parts of xhe.Lives, as in the little contradic
tions of fact and of fame which ensured that, "Of Thomas Otway, one of
the first names in the English drama, little is known" {Lives, 2: 24).
Akenside is described with mock-ponderousness as amongst the "brethren
of the blank song," and Matthew Prior appears among the makers of
contemporary verses who did not omit "to bring his tribute of tuneful
sorrow" to the funeral of Queen Mary {Lives, 3: 49). Of Sprat's profes-

^Johnson's note attributes the anecdote toJoseph Spencc.
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sional advancements in the church, Johnson writes that "Ecclesiastical
benefices...fell fast upon him" {Lives, 2: 186). Many of these smaller
"Lives" adopt this sotto-voce irony: "the juvenile compositions of Stepney
made grey authors blush," writes Johnson: "I know not whether his poems
will appear such wonders to the present age" {Lives, 2:65).Johnson knows
well but says he knows "not"; he calls the poems "wonders" when he
thinks them poor. On the great Lord Halifax's wish to transfer from
Oxford University to Cambridge University, in order thereby to join up
with Stepney his fellow poet and friend, Johnson writes tersely that "It
seems indeed time to wish for a removal; for he was already a schoolboy of
one and twenty" {Lives, 2: 189). The concluding sentence of this same
"Life," on the "withered" beauties of the poetry of Halifax, is eloquently
fatal: "It would now be esteemed no honour, by a contributor to the
monthly bundles of verses, to be told, that, in strains either familiar or
solemn, he sings like Montague" {Lives, 2: 191). It is that word "sings"
(where we would ordinarily have "write poems"), and it is that phrase "the
monthly bundles of verses" which together launch the critical torpedo
attack that sinks Halifax for good in the regular disgorgings of poetical
mediocrity fit only for the bin. One senses the irritation of a Johnson
bound to say something about poets whose very inclusion within the Lives
was not his doing, but at the booksellers' behest.
Sometimes the mockery of the Lives is mock-moral, and amounts to
a self-satire of Johnson's own propensity to lay down the law. He relates
an anecdote of Pope's in the "Life of Rowe" to the effect that Rowe had at
one time caused Addison offence, and was duly taken to task:
This censure time has not left us the power of confirming or
refuting; but observation daily shews, that much stress is not to
be laid on hyperbolical accusations, and pointed sentences,
which even he that utters them desires to be applauded rather
than credited. Addison can hardly be supposed to have meant
all that he said. Few characters can bear the microscopick
scrutiny of wit quickened by anger; and perhaps the best advice
to authors would be, that they should keep out ofthe way of one
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another, (my emphasis, Z/f^5,2:205-6)
Rowe's ability to extricate himself from problems of dramatic situation (by
the simple expedient of adding more acts to his plays) is a source of a most
buoyant moment of literary-critical mock-shock-horror:
In [Rowe's]Grey,when we have been terrified with all the
dreadful pomp of publick execution, and are wondering how
the heroine or the poet will proceed, no sooner has Jane pro
nounced some prophetick rhymes, than—pass and be gone
—the scene closes,
Pembroke and Gardiner are turned out
upon the stage. {Lives, 2:205)
With the poems of love, rich in classical trappings and trifles, that Prior
had composed, Johnson has some crushingly wicked fun in the "Life":
They have the coldness of Cowley, without his wit, the dull
exercises of a skilful versifyer, resolved at all adventures to write
something about Chloe, and trying to be amorous by dint of
study. His fictions therefore are mythological. Venus, after the
example of the Greek Epigram, asks when she was seen naked
and bathing. Then Cupid is mistaken-, then Cupid is disarmed-,
then he loses his darts to Ganymede-, then Jupiter sends him a
summons hjMercury.Then Chloe goes a-hunting, with an ivory
quiver graceful at her side; Diana mistakes her for one of her
nymphs, and Cupid laughs at the blunder. {Lives, 3: 59)
One could speak here, as critics in response to these moments have done,
of Johnson's "prejudice" against mythology, or his "hostility" to it; but to
use language fitted todescribe the rigid mindset of the preemptive literary
judge is to miss altogether the creative latitude of a joke played out at the
poet's expense for the reader's pleasure—Johnson's delighted and
delightful unpicking of the bathos of Prior that is more complex than
"prejudice."
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There is further humorous disrespect for the syrup of pastoral in the
"Life of Congreve," where Johnson discusses Congreve's poems on the
deaths of Queen Mary and the Marquis of Blandford:
In both these funeral poems, when he has yelled out many
syllables of senseless dolour^^ he dismisses his reader with
senseless consolation; from the grave of Pastora rises a light that
forms a star; and where Amaryllis wept for Amyntas, from every
tear sprung up a violet. But William is his hero, and of William
he will sing. [Lives,"h-.Ti)
The criticism of pastoral at the end of the "Life of Gay" is less buoyant;
but Roger Lonsdale has noted pertinently Johnson's "mock-exaspera
tion"—his unfailingsense of the ridiculous at this point: "A Pastoral of an
hundred lines may be endured; but who will hear of sheep and goats, and
myrtle bowers and purling rivulets, through five acts?" [Lives, 3:102). We
find the same mutedly scathing tone in the "Life of Hammond," where
Johnson quotes some verses of unrequited love in the pastoral mode:
Wilt thou in tears thy lover's corse attend;
With eyes averted light the solemn pyre.
Till all around the doleful flames ascend.
Then, slowly sinking, by degrees expire?
To sooth the hovering soul be thine the care.
With plaintive cries to lead the mournful band.
In sable weeds the golden vase to bear.
And cull my ashes with thy trembling hand:
Panchaia's odours be their costly feast.
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Lonsdale» Lives,points out that "Though full of tears,sighs, groans,and woes, neither elegy has
the 'syllables' or 'dolour' implied by SJ's italics, but Tears,1.142, has 'yell,' and the tear and violet
occur in 1.160."
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And all the pride of Asia's fragrant year,
Give them the treasures of the farthest East,
And, what is still more precious, give thy tear.
On such simperings as theseJohnson avers: "Surely no blame can fall upon
the nymph who rejected a swain of so little meaning" {Lives, 3: 117).
Johnson's historical location as a critic has been traditionally defined
in terms of his theories; in terms, that is, of critical content rather than
tone. Correspondingly, in the Introduction to his multi-volume history
ofliterary criticism which begins with Johnson, Rene Wellek has famously
declared that the history of criticism is nothing if not a history of ideas,
"which is in only loose relationship with the actual literature produced at
the time."'' Others, following the lead given by Wellek, have similarly
harnessed the critical past, and Johnson's indispensable part in it, to the
universe of conceptual knowledge, dwelling very largely on the context of
ideas (and thus, reflectively, on the theoretical content of Johnson's
literary criticism). Such thinking underlines the sense in which Johnson
is seen as a writer for whom criticism was largely an intellectual event; but
the world of past criticism on which Johnson looked back, and against
which his irony as a critic is defined, is also significantly channelled
through the critical comedy of the poem by Pope from which we
began—dc\e.Essay on Criticism of1711. Here, on the question of organiza-

A History of Modern Criticism, 1: The Later Eighteenth Century (London: Jonathan Cape,
1955), 7. The trend is evident in such works asJean H. Hagstrum's, SamuelJohnson's Literary
Criticism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1952), and latterly in R. D. Stock's
Samuel Johnson and Neoclassical Dramatic Theory: The Intellectual Context of the Preface to
Shakespeare (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1973), or as "theory" has become "Theory"
in Charles H. Hinnant's 'Steelfor the Mind": SamuelJohnson and Critical Discourse (Newark:
University of Delaware Press, 1994), as well by the kind of contextualizing ofjohnson's critical
terminology that is a consequence of its treatment in such works as Scott D. Evans, SamuelJohn
son's 'General Nature": Tradition and Transition in Eighteenth-Century Discourse (Newark:
University of Delaware Press, 1999). These are all useful and important books, and it is not
surprising that Johnson should be valued by their authors for his ideas; but the constituents and
dimensions of the critical past are as many and varied as the constituents and dimensions of
criticism itself, and they arc not reducible to theories.
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tional method in works composed in the mode of the Essay, Johnson
writes:
Almost every poem, consisting of precepts, is so far arbitrary
and immethodical, that many paragraphs may change places
with no apparent inconvenience....As the end of method is
perspicuity [he continues], that series is sufficiently regular that
avoids obscurity; and where there is no obscurity it will not be
difficult to discover method. {Lives, 4: 8)
We see that Pope in his Essay, as Johnson in the Preface and theLives, has
enacted the critical in its intimacy with satire, and that therefore Johnson's
critically comedic tones are not created in a cultural vacuum, but express
a suspension of solemnity that is part of the history of criticism as a history
of wit. The voice of the "Man" is not lost in the practice of the "Critick"
but casts an ever-changing organization of eyes, brow, mouth, imagined
angle of head, over the Johnson visualizable within the critical prose. In
Johnson, as—historically—in Pope, there is a way of seeing and of hearing
and of feeling that combines concepts with percepts, intellectual perfor
mance with emotional consciousness, evaluative content with the comedy
of criticism. "Those who have no power to judge of past times but by their
own," writes Johnson, "should always doubt their conclusions" {Lives, 1:
270)—a good moral, perhaps, for historians of the critical past who are
trying historically to unblock their ears, and to hear again its critical voices,
as likewise for students of Johnson's criticism willing to read for the tone,
and no longer content to "listen with credulity to the whispers of fancy"
which—emanating from the world of intellectual history—are applied to
the history of criticism.

